PART VI
MAN'S RELATION TO SOIL AND MINERALS

CHAPTER XIII
SOIL AND THE FARMER

Poor Soil and Poverty versus Rich Soil and Prosperity

In the middle of Pennsylvania, close to Pennsylvania State College, a
little tract 13 miles long and 2 or 3 miles wide illustrates the effect of the
soil. It lies in the Nittany Valley at the southeastern base of the steep
slope, or escarpment, up which one must climb to reach the Allegheny
Plateau. The Barrens, as it is called, was largely occupied by farms in
the early days when the country was first settled. Little by little, how-
ever, the farmers became poor and turned to other occupations. Gradually
the farms and finally even the villages were abandoned. Today the whole
tract is almost uninhabited and is covered with a poor kind of timber.
Outside the Barrens, the farms have a prosperous comfortable look, and
there are many dairy cattle. The farmland is cleared and improved more
fully than in all except five or six of the more urban counties of Pennsyl-
vania. The yield of crops per acre is generally greater than that in
Pennsylvania as a whole. When one drives from this pleasant, well-
populated region into the wooded, uninhabited Barrens, it is almost like
going into another country. The difference is due almost entirely to the
soil. The Barrens have an infertile soil derived from a poor sandstone. A
few years of cultivation exhaust it. Therefore the early settlements could
not survive. The rest of the Nittany Valley has a rich soil derived from
limestone and capable of producing-good crops decade after decade.

A similar contrast is seen between the best and worst soils even in a
state such as Iowa, where most of the soil is excellent. In eleven counties
with unusually good soil a farm of standard size, 160 acres, yields an in-
come about two thirds greater than in eleven counties where the relief
of the land is similar but the soil is poor. In the counties with the better
soil the percentage of farmers who own trucks and tractors and have
bathrooms, radios, and other conveniences in their houses is much greater
thaa in the others. In the counties of good soil the local stores are larger,
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